University of Memphis

University of Memphis Digital Commons
Electronic Theses and Dissertations
1-15-2015

Predictors of Types and Frequencies of Sexual Fantasies: Body
Image Self-Consciousness and Gender
Brienne M. Allen

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Allen, Brienne M., "Predictors of Types and Frequencies of Sexual Fantasies: Body Image SelfConsciousness and Gender" (2015). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 1106.
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd/1106

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by University of Memphis Digital Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of University of
Memphis Digital Commons. For more information, please contact khggerty@memphis.edu.

PREDICTORS OF TYPES AND FREQUENCIES OF SEXUAL FANTASIES:
BODY IMAGE SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS AND GENDER
by
Brienne M. Allen, M. S.

A Dissertation
Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

Major: Counseling Psychology

The University of Memphis
August, 2015

Abstract
Allen, Brienne Meredith. PhD. The University of Memphis. August, 2015.
Predictors of Types and Frequencies of Sexual Fantasies: Body Image SelfConsciousness and Gender. Major Professor: Dr. Sara K. Bridges.
Having sexual fantasies is a common experience for men and women throughout their
lives, typically beginning during the time of puberty. The existing body of research
involving sexual fantasies illustrates that there are positive aspects related to experiencing
sexual fantasies as well as negative emotions that may arise as a result, making it
important to understand the factors that predict sexual fantasies. Moreover, societal
pressures for thinness and muscularity can lead to body image self-consciousness (BISC)
and have an impact on one’s sexual fantasies. Fantasies can be used to increase arousal,
pleasure, and enjoyment even though one’s experience of his or her body may lead to
feelings of self-consciousness or negative body image concerns. The present study
explored the relationships among BISC, gender, and the type and frequency of sexual
fantasies that individuals experience, while controlling for age and frequency of erotica
use. The study analyzed responses from 96 women and 59 men, and BISC and gender
did not significantly predict type or frequency of sexual fantasies above and beyond the
control variables. Limitations are discussed and the implications for how these results
may inform and influence researchers and mental health professionals are provided.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Men and women of all ages commonly experience fantasies of a sexual nature; in
fact, researchers have found that 95% of men and women report having sexual fantasies
(Davidson, 1985; Leitenberg & Henning, 1995). The topic of sexual fantasies has
recently become more salient in the popular culture, possibly due to the publication of the
book series Fifty Shades of Grey. The sexual nature of this series appears to have
sparked interest in the general public about women’s sexual fantasies. For example, an
article in Men’s Health illuminates ideas about how to fulfill women’s sexual fantasies
based on the Fifty Shades trilogy (Haller, 2012). This book trend has generated a great
deal of intrigue about sexuality in general as well as curiosity pertaining to the
similarities and differences between men and women regarding sexual fantasies. The
current body of research regarding sexual fantasies demonstrates that there are positive
aspects related to experiencing sexual fantasies as well as negative emotions that may
arise as a result of fantasizing. Therefore, examining the types and frequencies of sexual
fantasies individuals have may enhance the knowledge base about the salience of sexual
fantasies, which could possibly have implications for normalizing their experiences,
reducing their guilt, and making their presence in both solo and partnered sexual
activities more permissible. Furthermore, mental health professionals may play a role in
both educating clients about factors that relate to sexual fantasy experiences and
exploring the implications of having those fantasies, which may include increasing
subjective levels of sexual satisfaction (Davidson, 1985; Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008)
and improving sexual functioning (Cogan et al., 2007).
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The current state of literature regarding sexual fantasies suggests that these
fantasies are internal images about one’s wishes, desires, and preferences during sexual
encounters. These images are related to mainly positive outcomes, including subjective
sexual satisfaction in women (Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008) and self-satisfaction in men
(Alfonso, Allison, & Dunn, 1992). Additionally, several researchers posit that having
sexual fantasies can increase sexual arousal (Davidson, 1985; McCabe, 1992; Purcell &
McCabe, 1992). Further, Birnbaum, Mikulincer, and Gillath (2011) indicated that the
content of one’s sexual fantasies provides some knowledge about what an individual
desires, his or her sexual ideals, and his or her current sexual concerns.
However, some sexual fantasies reflect the influence of societal norms and
expectations of attractiveness. For example, Sue (1979) examined sexual fantasies in
college students and found that 22% of women and 30% of men fantasized during sex to
increase their partner’s physical attractiveness. Indeed, the American culture emphasizes
physical attractiveness, particularly with regard to body shape, size, and weight. Images
that are created to be attractive to men usually depict thin, unnaturally curvy women
(Harris, Walters, & Washull, 1991), whereas men are portrayed as more muscular than is
typical (Filiault, 2007). Moreover, men and women may use these media images in their
sexual fantasies to increase arousal, pleasure, and enjoyment, even though their own
experiences of their bodies may lead them to feel self-conscious or to develop negative
body image concerns (Eisenman, 1982; Ellis & Symons, 1990).
These societal definitions of attractiveness that emphasize “thin” and “muscular”
ideals often become internalized and impact the way that both men and women feel about
their bodies (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). In fact, according to Andersen and LeGrand
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(2011), there is an inverse relationship between body image perceptions and sexual
functioning, in that a more negative body image predicts more sexual dysfunction. In the
same way, body image self-consciousness (BISC), which is operationally defined as
focusing on the appearance of one’s body during sexual activity (Wiederman, 2000), has
been linked to sexual dysfunction (Leopold, 2002). Therefore, being overly aware of
one’s bodily appearance during sexual experiences may predict negative sexual
outcomes. In order to avoid such negative experiences, Kaplan (1979) introduced the
term bypassing, which is described as blocking out negative thoughts and emotions,
including negative aspects of oneself and one’s partner. Moreover, she discussed the
intentional and therapeutic aspects of bypassing, such as fantasizing about positive traits
of oneself and one’s partner. Additionally, people who have negative perceptions of their
bodies may fantasize about watching others have sex to increase sexual arousal and to
avoid focusing on their own bodies. Therefore, one may speculate that there is a
relationship between body image self-consciousness and sexual fantasies in men and
women, and that this relationship could have positive implications for increasing
subjective levels of satisfaction (Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008).
Function of Sexual Fantasies
In order to understand the relevance of studying sexual fantasies, it is beneficial to
recognize the outcomes related to experiencing sexual fantasies. Although the majority
of individuals report having sexual fantasies, research has produced mixed results
regarding the emotional outcomes (i.e., excitement, guilt, satisfaction, etc.) related to
experiencing such fantasies. For example, some researchers have found that having
sexual fantasies can contribute to higher levels of subjective sexual satisfaction
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(Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008), can aid in self-empowerment (Silverman & Gruenthal,
1993), and can help individuals reaffirm comfort with their own unique identity
(Robertiello, 1969; Silverman & Gruenthal, 1993); furthermore, sexual fantasies have
been positively correlated with sexual functioning (Cogan et al., 2007). Additionally, use
of sexual fantasies during masturbation and sexual activity has been shown to enhance
one’s sexual desire and pleasure in the moment (Hariton & Singer, 1974), as well as
increasing levels of arousability and sexual interest (Davidson, 1985).
However, some less than favorable results have also been found. One negative
aspect related to experiencing sexual fantasies is guilt. Specifically, Miranda and
Medeiros (2004) suggested that a large proportion of individuals felt guilty for having
sexual fantasies. What's more, individuals who reported experiencing negative emotions
(i.e., guilt, shame, embarrassment, unhappiness) about having sexual fantasies also held
negative beliefs and attitudes about sexual fantasies. For example, Leitenberg and
Henning (1995) explained that people who endorsed feeling guilty or ashamed about
having sexual fantasies during sex felt as though the fantasies could have a negative
impact on their relationship and their partner, whether the partner was aware of the
fantasies or not. Furthermore, Petronio (2002) suggested that sharing sexual fantasies
with a partner could lead to resentment and/or vulnerability within the relationship.
Gender. Several researchers reported that the function of sexual fantasies in
males and females may differ (Alfonso et al., 1992; Carlstedt, Bood, & Norlander, 2011;
Miranda & Medeiros, 2004). On one hand, numerous investigators have found that
sexual fantasies in women are positively related to subjective sexual satisfaction
(Davidson, 1985; Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008) such as an increased enjoyment of
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sexual activity (Eisenman, 1982). Sexual fantasies in women are also positively related
to objective measures of sexual satisfaction including improved orgasmic responsiveness
(Alfonso et al., 1992) and intensified sexual desire and arousal (McCabe, 1992; Purcell &
McCabe, 1992). On the other hand, research has produced mixed results regarding the
connection between sexual fantasies and satisfaction in men. For example, Alfonso et al.
(1992) observed that men with higher levels of sexual fantasy were less satisfied in their
relationships and used fantasy mainly as compensatory (i.e., to aid in erectile
functioning). However, sexual fantasy use in these men positively predicted their selfsatisfaction (Alfonso et al., 1992).
Types of Sexual Fantasies
Wilson (1997) has studied the relationship between fantasy and sexuality, and his
research yielded four distinct categories of sexual fantasy: exploratory (e.g., promiscuity,
group sex), impersonal (e.g., observing others have sex, sex with strangers), intimate
(e.g., kissing passionately, oral sex), and sadomasochistic (e.g., forced sex, spanking, and
whipping). Other researchers have found similar results regarding the types of sexual
fantasies men and women experience (Ellis & Symons, 1990; Zurbriggen & Yost, 2004).
However, there is limited knowledge regarding what factors play a role in predicting the
types of sexual fantasies that both genders experience. Specifically, one factor that has
been shown to predict types of sexual fantasies includes use of erotica (Ellis & Symons,
1990). For the purposes of this paper, erotica is defined as any material or object that can
be used for sexual stimulation and arousal. Additionally, researchers posit that
pleasurable past sexual experiences (Chick & Gold, 1987) as well as hopeful future
sexual experiences (with past, current, or imagined partners; Plaud & Bigwood, 1997)
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play a role in the types of sexual fantasies men and women experience. Other factors that
have been linked to the types of sexual fantasies men and women experience include age
(Wilson, 1997) and guilt related to having sex (Moreault & Follingstadt, 1978).
Gender. Several researchers have examined the types of sexual fantasies that
men experience in relation to reported levels of sexual satisfaction. For example, Wilson
and Lang (1981) demonstrated that men who have intimate sexual fantasies reported
higher levels of sexual satisfaction compared to men who have exploratory, impersonal,
and sadomasochistic sexual fantasies. Additionally, these researchers found that men
reported experiencing all four types of sexual fantasies more often than women. Whereas
Wilson and Lang examined the types of sexual fantasies men experience, Davidson and
Hoffman (1986) investigated the correlation between women and types of sexual
fantasies they employ. Their results indicated that sexually satisfied women reported
experiencing sexual fantasies involving their current partners, whereas sexually
dissatisfied women tended to fantasize about a partner who acted more affectionate
(Davidson & Hoffman, 1986).
Frequency of Sexual Fantasies
Historically, only a few researchers have indicated that the greater the frequency
of sexual fantasies one experiences, the more negative the outcomes he or she will have,
including lower sexual satisfaction (Freud, 1908/1962; Murray, 1978). However, more
current research suggests a different relationship. For instance, several investigators have
found that higher frequency of sexual fantasies is related to healthy sexual functioning
(Cogan et al., 2007; Davidson & Hoffman, 1986). Some additional factors related to
frequencies of sexual fantasies include the presence of certain hormones (i.e.,
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testosterone, androgen, and luteinizing protein; Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Dawson,
Suschinsky, & Lalumiere, 2012), age (Knoth, Boyd, & Singer, 1988), positive body
image (Andersen & LeGrand, 2011), frequency of sexual arousal, sexual activity, and
orgasms during masturbation and sexual intercourse (Wilson, 1987). Further, Ellis and
Symons (1990) found that erotica use predicted the frequency of sexual fantasies that
men and women experienced. Researchers have also indicated that satisfying past sexual
experiences (Chick & Gold, 1987) and promising future sexual encounters (Plaud &
Bigwood, 1997) are related to the frequency of sexual fantasies men and women
experience.
Gender. As previously mentioned, several researchers have found a connection
between the amount of experience engaging in sexual behaviors, including masturbation,
and the frequency of sexual fantasies (Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Wilson, 1987).
Specifically, Leitenberg and Henning compiled results of several studies that examined
the frequencies of sexual fantasies men and women experienced during intercourse, and
their results showed that 47 – 92% of men and 37 – 94% of women had sexual fantasies
during sex. With regard to frequency of women’s fantasies, Davidson and Hoffman
(1986) indicated that 88% of women in their sample had sexual fantasies during
masturbation and sexual intercourse. Furthermore, the more sexual behaviors women
have experienced, including masturbation and sexual intercourse, the more sexual
fantasies they may have.
Body Image Self-Consciousness (BISC)
Body image is another factor that has been linked to the frequency of sexual
fantasies that men and women experience (Andersen & LeGrand, 2011). On one hand,
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these researchers’ results showed that women with more negative perceptions of their
bodies experienced fewer sexual fantasies and less sexual activity when compared to
those who viewed their bodies positively. On the other hand, Woertman and van den
Brink (2012) suggested that more positive thoughts and feelings regarding one’s body
predict more total sexual fantasies. Body image is a complex, multi-dimensional
construct (Broccoli, 2008) that can be defined as the way one thinks, feels, perceives, and
behaves pertaining to his or her physical appearance and attributes (Andersen &
LeGrand, 2011; Galli & Reel, 2009). According to Meana and Nunnick (2006),
individuals may become distracted during sexual activity by negative perceptions of their
bodies. This distraction has been referred to as body image self-consciousness (BISC),
which involves feeling self-conscious about one’s body appearance during sexual activity
(Wiederman, 2000). Further, Sanchez and Kiefer (2007) have referred to this
phenomenon as sexual self-consciousness. Specifically, these researchers found that
directing one’s attention away from sexual pleasure and towards one’s body image can
have a debilitating effect on an individual’s physiological arousal (Sanchez & Kiefer,
2007). Further, this focus on the appearance of one’s body during sexual interactions
may diminish one’s ability to focus on sexual arousal and performance in the moment (La
Rocque & Cioe, 2011).
Some researchers have focused on negative associations with self-consciousness
in general. For instance, people who are self-conscious in general tend to have trouble
with attentional focus and concentration (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007), lack self-awareness
(Frith & Happe, 1999), experience impairment in physical performance and function
(Christensen, Wiebe, Edwards, Michels, & Lawton, 1996), and engage in self-
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objectification (Morry & Staska, 2001). In the same way, Masters and Johnson (1970)
suggested that people with high levels of BISC may be more focused on inspecting their
bodies during sexual behaviors, inhibiting their ability to focus on the pleasurable aspects
of sexuality, which can have negative implications for sexual functioning. Indeed, high
BISC has been associated with sexual dysfunction (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman,
2000), avoidance of sexual behaviors (La Rocque & Cioe, 2011; Leopold, 2002), and
anxiety that can impair sexual responsiveness and satisfaction (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007).
Accordingly, an individual with high BISC may feel less positive or satisfied with
his or her body and may experience sexual fantasies in which his or her body is not the
object of focus. Similarly, Alfonso et al. (1992) indicated that individuals who had
impersonal sexual fantasies, that is, fantasies during which one is not the focus of sexual
attention, reported experiencing higher levels of subjective sexual satisfaction. One may
speculate that impersonal fantasies are utilized in an attempt to distract from negative
perceptions of individuals’ bodies more so than the other three types of sexual fantasies
(i.e., exploratory, intimate, and sadomasochistic). Ultimately, if people are not satisfied
with their body image, they may be more focused on their physical appearance during sex
and less likely to enjoy sexual activity, thus leading to a less satisfying sex life.
Gender. Previous research regarding body image self-consciousness has focused
primarily on female participants. According to Broccoli (2008), women experienced
more negative thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and perceptions of their bodies, including
feelings of self-consciousness, compared to men. Additionally, Andersen and LeGrand
(2011) found that women with more negative perceptions of their bodies experienced
fewer sexual fantasies and less sexual activity when compared to those who viewed their
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bodies positively. Similarly, Masters and Johnson (1970) found that people who engaged
in spectatoring during sexual activities exhibited less sexual arousal and thus may be less
likely to reach orgasm. Spectatoring involves focusing on oneself during sexual
encounters rather than being focused on the sensations experienced during sex (Masters
& Johnson,1970). Wiederman (2000) demonstrated similar results, in that women with
higher levels of BISC are less likely to engage in sexual activities and to experience
orgasm.
Furthermore, according to Meana and Nunnick (2006), women are more likely
than men to be distracted during sexual activity by negative perceptions of their bodies.
Specifically, Wiederman (2000) suggested that up to 35% of college women experience
BISC during sex. Despite the fact that women tend to report higher levels of BISC,
researchers have shown that men also experience BISC during physical intimacy.
Although research indicates that men experience BISC, Sanchez and Kiefer (2007)
demonstrated that women experienced higher levels of BISC compared to men and
suggested that they may be more negatively impacted. Ultimately, further evidence is
needed to understand how people experience BISC, what gender disparities are evident,
and the implications regarding the types and frequencies of sexual fantasies they have.
Purpose of the Study
Understanding the relationships among types and frequencies of sexual fantasies,
levels of body image self-consciousness, and gender can help to expand the knowledge
base and may have implications for mental health professionals working with clients who
present with negative emotions related to their bodies and/or sexual fantasies. The
present study explored the relationships among BISC, gender, and the type and frequency
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of sexual fantasies that individuals experience, while controlling for age and frequency of
erotica use. Based on the rationale provided above, the following research questions and
hypotheses were generated:
Question 1: How do experiences of BISC during sexual activity and gender predict the
frequency of each type of sexual fantasy that people experience during intercourse or
masturbation, after controlling for age and frequency of erotica use? Of the predictor
variables, which variable most strongly predicts the frequency of each type of sexual
fantasy across genders?
Hypothesis 1: Among men and women, higher levels of BISC will predict higher
frequency of types of sexual fantasy after controlling for age and frequency of
erotica use. Among the predictor variables, gender will most strongly predict the
frequency of each type of sexual fantasy reported.
Question 2: How do experiences of BISC during sexual activity and gender predict the
total frequency of sexual fantasies that people experience during intercourse or
masturbation, after controlling for age and frequency of erotica use? Of the predictor
variables, which variable most strongly predicts the total frequency of sexual fantasies
across genders?
Hypothesis 2: Women will report higher levels of BISC and will experience fewer
total sexual fantasies compared to men after controlling for age and frequency of
erotica use. Among the predictor variables, gender will more strongly predict less
frequent sexual fantasies.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Having sexual fantasies is a common experience for men and women throughout
their lives, typically beginning during the time of puberty. The existing body of research
involving sexual fantasies illustrates that there are positive aspects related to experiencing
sexual fantasies as well as negative emotions that may arise as a result of fantasizing,
making it important to recognize and understand the factors that predict positive and
negative outcomes related to having sexual fantasies. For example, examining the types
and frequencies of sexual fantasies individuals have may enhance the knowledge base
about the salience of sexual fantasies, which could possibly have implications for
normalizing their experiences, reducing their guilt, and making their presence in both
solo and partnered sexual activities more permissible. In addition, as a result of obtaining
this knowledge, mental health professionals may have an opportunity to play a role in
both educating clients about factors that relate to sexual fantasy experiences and
exploring the implications of having those fantasies, which may include increasing levels
of sexual satisfaction (Davidson, 1985; Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008), improving sexual
functioning (Cogan et al., 2007), and increasing self-empowerment (Silverman &
Gruenthal, 1993). In fact, Kaplan (1979) explained that mental health professionals
should take care to avoid pathologizing their clients’ sexual fantasy experiences and to
assist them in accepting their fantasies and using them in a positive manner (i.e., to
increase levels of sexual arousal and satisfaction with one’s sex life).
Ultimately, the majority of research on the predictors of sexual fantasies was
conducted over 15 years ago, which creates a gap in the current literature base. Given
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that historically sexual fantasies have been related to pathology (Leitenberg & Henning,
1995), societal views associated with sexuality have become broadened and more
accepting. For example, as early as the late 1970s, researchers were documenting
positive outcomes related to experiencing sexual fantasies (Kelly, 1978). Moreover, with
the increasingly overt focus on sexuality within our society, including more sexual
themes aired on public television and in literature (e.g., Fifty Shades of Grey), there is a
need for more current research regarding sexual fantasies in general as well as factors that
predict different types and frequencies of such fantasies across genders.
Function of Sexual Fantasy
In order to understand the relevance of studying sexual fantasies, it is crucial to
know the function sexual fantasies play for men and women. These unique mental
images can provide useful information regarding people’s internal worlds, including what
they like and prefer sexually (Wilson, 1987). However, Wilson suggested that
preferences do not necessarily relate to actual behaviors. Although, according to
Leitenberg and Henning (1995), what individuals fantasize about can positively or
negatively affect their actual behaviors and thus the enjoyment or lack thereof
experienced during performance of those behaviors. Moreover, through the use of sexual
fantasies, higher levels of overall sexual satisfaction can be achieved (Alfonso et al.,
1992; Shtarkshall & Feldman, 2008).
Nevertheless, due to society’s standards, some people may feel a sense of guilt or
shame for having sexual fantasies. In addition, individuals who experience negative
emotions (i.e., guilt, shame, embarrassment, unhappiness) about having sexual fantasies
may also hold negative beliefs and attitudes about such fantasies. For example,
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Leitenberg and Henning (1995) explained that people who reported feeling guilty about
having sexual fantasies during sex believed that their fantasies could have a negative
impact on their relationship and their partner, whether the partner was aware of the
fantasies or not. Furthermore, Petronio (2002) suggested that sharing sexual fantasies
with a partner could lead to negative outcomes within the relationship. Despite this
finding, several researchers and practitioners have found that communicating sexual
fantasies to one’s partner can lead to performance of those fantasies and ultimately
greater levels of subjective sexual satisfaction (Alfonso et al., 1992; Byers, 2011;
Leitenberg & Henning, 1995).
Gender. Wilson (1987, 1997) and McCabe (1992) found that sexual fantasies
may serve different purposes across genders. Whereas men may utilize sexual fantasies
in order to aid in sexual performance, women’s use of fantasies may intensify their level
of sexual arousal (McCabe, 1992). Although the function of sexual fantasies for men
may be more compensatory, Ellis and Symons (1990) indicated that 92% of men and
89% of women explained that when they have sexual fantasies, they experience positive
emotions as a result. Furthermore, Leitenberg and Henning (1995) suggested that men
and women utilize sexual fantasies differently depending on the context; in particular,
men tend to fantasize more often in general and during masturbation compared to
women. However, each gender’s frequency of sexual fantasies during sexual activity is
roughly the same (Leitenberg & Henning, 1995). These authors also suggested that men
begin masturbating earlier in life and, therefore, may create an association between
orgasm and sexual fantasy that gets positively reinforced more regularly compared to
women.
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The majority of the research conducted on sexual fantasies has targeted women
and has yielded positive outcomes. For example, Hollender (1963) indicated that women
may utilize sexual fantasies during sex in order to take themselves out of the moment and
take control back into their own hands. This explanation regarding the function of sexual
fantasies was posited by several psychoanalysts in the 1950s and 60s who suggested that
women use sexual fantasies to dissociate themselves from their sexual partner or the
situation as a result of feeling shame, guilt, or fear (Davidson & Hoffman, 1986).
Similarly, Kaplan (1979) explained that utilization of sexual fantasies may have a
therapeutic effect, in that they can take one’s mind off of his or her negative internal
experiences, which may include anxiety, guilt, fear, or body image self-consciousness.
Ultimately, use of sexual fantasy during sexual activity could decrease one’s focus on the
present moment (Wiederman, 2012); however, these individuals may enjoy sex to a
greater extent due to the arousing, individualistic nature of their fantasies (Miranda &
Medeiros, 2004).
Types of Sexual Fantasies
Whereas some research outcomes are related to the function of sexual fantasies in
general, there are fewer studies that investigate the types (i.e., content) of sexual fantasies
that men and women experience. One finding related to sexual fantasy themes is
associated with sexual dominance and submission. For example, Carlstedt et al. (2011)
found that men tend to fantasize more often about being sexually dominant, whereas
women have been found to experience more submissive fantasy types. Furthermore,
Wilson (1987) conducted research in order to understand the types of sexual fantasies
that both genders have. He found that men and women both endorsed enjoying fantasies
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involving oral and anal sex, mate-swapping, rape, sex with someone of the same gender,
and group sex encounters. No matter the type of sexual fantasies people experience,
several researchers agree that men and women both commonly have sexual fantasies
(Cogan et al., 2007; Davidson & Hoffman, 1986; Ellis & Symons, 1990; Wilson, 1987).
Nevertheless, due to society’s standards, some people may feel a sense of guilt or
shame about the types of sexual fantasies they encounter, even if they are utilized in order
to achieve and maintain sexual desire or arousal (Bader, 2002; Doskoch, 1995; Moreault
& Follingstadt, 1978). For example, Miranda and Medeiros (2004) surveyed college-age
individuals, and their results indicated that 22% of women and 8% of men in the sample
reported experiencing guilt related to having sexual fantasies. Furthermore, they
suggested that this experience of guilt can lead to a less than satisfactory sex life
(Miranda & Medeiros).
Use of erotica. Sexual fantasies are likely to be influenced by something
individuals read or see, such as pornography (Jones & Barlow, 1990). In particular, Ellis
and Symons (1990) hypothesized that different forms of erotica (i.e., romance novels and
pornography) would predict the type of sexual fantasies that men and women experience.
Indeed, their results suggested that women were more likely to be the recipient of sexual
behaviors in their fantasies, as is common in romance novels, whereas men’s sexual
fantasies were more anonymous and explicit, similar to what is portrayed in pornography.
Zurbriggen and Yost (2004) found similar trends regarding the content of sexual fantasies
in men and women. More recent research efforts have also demonstrated similar types of
sexual fantasies for men and women (Bhugra, Rahman, & Bhintade, 2006; Carlstedt et
al., 2011).
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Age. Age is another variable that has been correlated with type of sexual
fantasies (Miranda & Medeiros, 2004; Wilson, 1997). For instance, Miranda and
Medeiros found that most types of sexual fantasies remain stable from ages 17 to 57.
Wilson’s research (1997) also demonstrated the relationship between age and type of
sexual fantasies, with the majority of different sexual fantasy types staying stable
between the age range found in previous outcomes (i.e., 17 – 57) in both men and
women. His discussion regarding types of sexual fantasies points to evolutionary
explanations for these findings. For example, he explained that men may have more
fantasies involving group sex and sex with anonymous strangers due to a desire to
proliferate (Wilson, 1987). Similarly, he indicated that women’s sexual fantasy themes
tended to include more romance and familiarity with her partner(s) as a result of a greater
evolutionary investment in one’s eggs and offspring.
Gender. In order to understand the multi-dimensional nature of sexual fantasies
that men and women experience, particularly the content of such fantasies, it is necessary
to examine gender differences that are apparent within the current knowledge base. In
one such study, Arndt, Foehl, and Good (1985) recruited 138 female and 125 male
students from a psychology course and surveyed them. These researchers used factor
analysis to categorize the fantasy themes, and their analyses yielded four specific fantasy
themes for each gender. With regard to women, the four themes that emerged most often
were romantic, variety, suffer, and dominance. The first theme, romantic sexual
fantasies, involved women viewing themselves as attractive and as the object of a man’s
desire and admiration. The second most common theme in women’s sexual fantasies
involved variety. These women fantasized about watching others have sex, being
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observed during sexual behaviors, and intimate sexual behaviors with other women. The
third sexual fantasy theme was labeled suffer and included bondage, pain, punishment,
and suffering. The final theme that women indicated most often was dominance, during
which these women fantasized about sexually dominating men. Ultimately, the results
indicated that women who were considered high fantasizers as well as those who used the
romantic theme most frequently experienced more orgasms both during masturbation and
sexual activity and they also reported high sexual satisfaction (Arndt et al.).
With regard to men, the four most commonly reported sexual fantasy themes
included force, same sex, unpopular, and macho (Arndt et al., 1985). The force theme
included behaviors such as spanking and tying up a sexual partner. The second most
common theme was same sex, which involved engagement in sexual activities during
which another man was present. Third, these investigators suggested that the unpopular
sexual fantasy theme includes a spectrum from urinating on a sexual partner to
fantasizing about a woman’s legs and breasts. Finally, the macho theme involved men
fantasizing about being sexually stimulating to women. Their results indicated that high
sexual fantasy in men is not as highly correlated with more frequent orgasms as it is in
women. Overall, the results of this study highlight various implications for each type of
fantasy yielded and emphasize the importance of examining the type of sexual fantasies
individuals employ in addition to viewing them by total frequency only.
In an attempt to understand how gender and types of sexual fantasies are related
to sexual satisfaction, Wilson and Lang (1981) assessed differences between men and
women with regard to the four types of sexual fantasies their research yielded (i.e.,
exploratory, impersonal, intimate, and sadomasochistic). The results of their
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investigation indicated that men and women who experience intimate sexual fantasies are
more likely to experience sexual satisfaction, and those who experience the other three
types of fantasies may be more likely to feel sexually dissatisfied (Wilson, 1997).
However, according to Alfonso et al. (1992), of the individuals who employ impersonal
fantasies, women may experience greater levels of sexual satisfaction compared to men.
Moreover, one may speculate that impersonal fantasies are utilized in an attempt to
distract from negative perceptions of one’s body more so than the other three types of
sexual fantasies.
Although sexual satisfaction can be increased by use of sexual fantasies, some
individuals may experience guilt simply for having fantasies of a sexual nature.
Furthermore, guilt has been correlated with types of sexual fantasies in men and women.
Moreault and Follingstadt’s research (1978) may shed light on gender differences related
to types of sexual fantasies as they found!that women who endorsed having high levels of
sexual guilt experienced less explicit themes and less variety within their sexual fantasies
compared to women with low sexual guilt.
Furthermore, in response to gender differences regarding the content of sexual
fantasies, Wilson (1997) provided biological and evolutionary explanations. For
example, his results suggested that fantasies about group sex scenarios may dramatically
decrease in men overtime, particularly between the ages of 28 – 47. Wilson suggested
that the decline in group sex fantasies may be a result of decreased production of
testosterone. Additionally, he explained that younger men have evolutionary tendencies
to mate with multiple partners in order to procreate; therefore, an increase in age and a
decrease in testosterone are consistent with Wilson’s explanations regarding a decline in
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the frequency of group sex fantasies. These findings demonstrate gender disparities that
are present regarding sexual fantasies and provide support for the notion that men
experience more total sexual fantasies compared to women (Cogan et al., 2007).
Frequency of Sexual Fantasies
Whereas limited research exists about what predicts the types of sexual fantasies
people experience, there is a larger knowledge base related to what factors predict the
total frequency of sexual fantasies men and women experience. As indicated in chapter
one, an area that has been investigated with regard to the frequency of sexual fantasies in
men and women includes the presence of certain hormones. More specifically,
Leitenberg and Henning (1995) discovered that lower levels of testosterone and androgen
in men are indicative of experiencing fewer sexual fantasies. Furthermore, Dawson et al.
(2012) explained that the frequency of sexual fantasies in women increases during
ovulation with increased production of the luteinizing hormone.
In addition to biological predictors related to frequencies of sexual fantasies, some
researchers have found socially learned predictors as well. For example, erotica usage is
another factor that has been shown to predict and influence the total frequency of sexual
fantasies that men and women experience. Additionally, with regard to sexual outcomes,
Leitenberg and Henning (1995) implied that individuals who have sexual fantasies on a
more frequent basis likely exhibit fewer sexual problems and greater levels of subjective
sexual satisfaction compared to those who sexually fantasize less often. In addition to
subjective measures of sexual satisfaction, frequency of sexual fantasies has also been
related to objective measures of sexual satisfaction such as orgasmic responsiveness
(Alfonso et al., 1992), greater arousability, and experiencing more orgasms during
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intercourse (Leitenberg & Henning). Furthermore, sexual fantasy has been correlated
with frequency of sexual activity, in that people who engage in sexual behaviors more
often are more likely to have a higher total frequency of sexual fantasies. To illustrate,
Arndt et al. (1985) demonstrated that in men and women, there is a positive relationship
between orgasm frequency and frequency of sexual fantasies. Moreover, high fantasy
frequency was correlated with greater frequency of masturbation across genders. Finally,
individuals who feel guilty about having sexual fantasies may experience more problems
related to sexual functioning in addition to having fewer total sexual fantasies.
Age. In addition to biological and social aspects of sexual fantasies, the
demographic variable age is another factor that predicts frequencies of sexual fantasies
that men and women experience. Specifically, Leitenberg and Henning (1995) indicated
that males and females typically begin having sexual fantasies around ages 11 to 13, and
there appears to be a gradual, linear decline in frequency of sexual fantasies in both
genders during their adult lives. Knoth, Boyd, and Singer (1988) also explained the
relationship between age and the frequency of sexual fantasies that men and women
experience. For example, their research outcomes indicated that in their teen years, 45%
of males reported that they had sexual fantasies several times daily, whereas only 6% of
females stated this frequency.
Gender. In an attempt to understand how gender and total frequency of sexual
fantasies are related to sexual satisfaction, Alfonso et al. (1992) surveyed 106
undergraduate college students. Interestingly, when male and female participant
responses were analyzed together, no statistically significant results were found;
however, when investigated separately, significant differences regarding sexual fantasies
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and satisfaction were found between males and females. Specifically, high fantasy scores
for women were related to higher levels of sexual satisfaction, whereas for men, high
sexual fantasy scores were indicative of lower levels of relationship satisfaction.
Furthermore, although males who fantasized more often were less satisfied in their
relationships, they were found to be more satisfied with themselves in general.
Similarly, Arndt et al. (1985) conducted a study that aimed to examine the
relationships among frequency of sexual fantasies, sexual satisfaction, and personality
characteristics. In particular, their results suggested that in men, higher frequency of
sexual fantasy was related to a higher degree of impulsivity and higher anxiety, whereas
in women, high fantasizers were more sexually satisfied and were considered more
thoughtful and self-centered. Furthermore, Cogan et al. (2007) found that compared to
men, women tend to report experiencing less frequent sexual fantasies. To provide an
explanation for this phenomenon, Zurbriggen and Yost (2004) suggested that women are
more historically viewed as sexual gatekeepers and, thus, may experience internal
conflicts regarding the use of sexual fantasies due to traditional female roles.
As previously discussed, more traditional views about sexuality in women may
produce guilt related to the frequency of sexual fantasies they experience. For example,
Moreault and Follingstadt (1978) found that women who exhibited high sexual guilt
experienced shorter and fewer total sexual fantasies compared to women with low guilt
related to sex. Although the previous research study was conducted 35 years ago, it is
one of the only studies that examined the impact of guilt on the frequency of sexual
fantasies that women experience.
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Use of erotica. To illustrate another gender difference with regard to frequency
of sexual fantasies, Jones and Barlow (1990) explored the influence of erotica on sexual
fantasies. The results suggested that men’s sexual fantasies are at least twice as likely to
be influenced by something they read or saw, such as pornography, compared to women.
Moreover, Paul and Shim (2008) indicated that men may be more motivated to utilize
pornography, particularly on the internet, compared to women. They suggested that this
difference in motivation may be due to mixed societal messages related to acceptance
towards expressions of sexuality in men and women.
Even though some negative implications related to experiencing sexual fantasies
exist, the majority of the literature suggests that sexual fantasizing is a healthy aspect of
sexual expression that is related to various positive outcomes. One implication related to
having sexual fantasies was posited by Kaplan (1979); she explained that utilization of
sexual fantasies may have a therapeutic effect, in that they can take one’s mind off of his
or her internal experiences, including anxiety, guilt, fear, or body image selfconsciousness.
Body Image Self-Consciousness (BISC)
In order to understand the sexual outcomes related to body image selfconsciousness (BISC), Sanchez and Kiefer (2007) recruited 320 undergraduate and
graduate students via email and surveyed them. These investigators indicated that the
societal emphasis on beauty may lead individuals to engage in self-objectification and to
view themselves in terms of physical appearance and how others perceive their bodies.
Further, this self-objectification can lead to feelings of shame and self-consciousness
regarding one’s body. In order to investigate these relationships, Sanchez and Kiefer
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tested four hypotheses using a structural model. The first hypothesis was that body
shame would be associated with less sexual arousability and pleasure and more orgasmic
dysfunction, and that the relationship between body shame and these variables would be
mediated by BISC. Next, they hypothesized that body concerns would be related to
sexual problems and inhibit pleasure for both genders. Finally, Sanchez and Kiefer
hypothesized that reduced sexual arousability and ability to reach orgasm would predict
lower overall sexual pleasure. The results of their investigation support the notion that
body shame strongly predicts sexual self-consciousness during sexual activity.
Furthermore, they found that sexual self-consciousness mediated the relationship between
body shame and sexual arousability in both men and women.
Similarly, Masters and Johnson (1970) discussed the phenomenon of spectatoring
and provided explanations regarding how it can detract from sexual pleasure and
arousability. Furthermore, Sanchez and Kiefer (2007) explained that sexual selfconsciousness is likely a distractor during sexual activity, in that individuals are more
focused on their physical appearance and attractiveness than the feelings of arousability
and sexual pleasure in the moment. Similarly, Purdon and Watson (2011) suggested that
this distraction during sex may make it more difficult for individuals to stay present and
aroused during sexual activity, which can increase anxiety related to performance and
appearances.
However, some researchers have suggested that cognitive distractions during sex
can assist individuals in gaining more control over reaching orgasm (Grenier & Byers,
1997). Similarly, Kaplan (1979) reported that use of bypassing during sex, including
attempting to block out negative aspects of oneself and one’s partner as well as focusing
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on positives has a positive relationship with sexual functioning. Moreover, she discussed
the intentional and therapeutic aspects of bypassing, including fantasizing about positive
traits of oneself and one’s partner, in order to distract from negative aspects related to
sexuality, which may include body image self-consciousness.
Furthermore, feelings of self-consciousness about one’s appearance during sex
have been linked to sexual satisfaction. For example, Holt and Lyness (2007) found that
one’s body image and reflected appraisal (i.e., how people think others view their bodies)
predicted sexual satisfaction. That is, perceptions of one’s body image predicted the way
he or she thinks others view their bodies, and these perceptions ultimately predicted the
level of sexual satisfaction one reported. These outcomes extended prior research efforts.
In one such study, Leopold (2002) examined the connections among body image, body
image self-consciousness, and sexual satisfaction across marital status (i.e., single and
married women) and race. She surveyed 111 single and married women who were
recruited via snowball sampling by word of mouth. The results of her study indicated
that positive body image is correlated with sexual satisfaction, whereas negative body
image is related to body image disturbance, involving misperceptions of one’s body size,
shape, and appearance (Leopold). Further, this disturbance and dissatisfaction with one’s
body was associated with an individual’s level of sexual activity with negative body
image being related to sexual dysfunction as well as avoidance of sexual behaviors. Holt
and Lyness also found that negative perceptions of one’s body image are likely to predict
sexual avoidance. Additionally, Leopold found a connection between body image selfconsciousness and sexual dysfunction regardless of race.
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Some researchers have found a relationship between body image perceptions and
frequency of sexual fantasies. For example, Tang, Lai, Phil, and Chung (1997) found
that sexually active men and women who fantasize more often tend to have a better, more
positive body image when compared to those who fantasize less frequently. The results
of this study support the speculation of Andersen and LeGrand (2011) that healthy sexual
functioning may be connected to positive body image.
Body image self-consciousness is a newer construct that has been studied less
thoroughly than body image in general. Of the investigators who have aimed to
understand BISC, Wiederman (2000) created a measure of BISC during sexual activity
that has been shown to have excellent psychometric properties. In his research,
Wiederman recruited 198 women from a psychology course and surveyed them in order
to conduct two studies. The first study examined the psychometric properties of the
measure. The second study investigated the relationships among BISC, heterosexual
experience, sexual assertiveness, and sexual avoidance; the results indicated that women
with high levels of BISC had less heterosexual experience engaging in sexual behaviors,
exhibited less sexual assertiveness, and reported more sexual avoidance.
Gender. Ultimately, body image and BISC have been studied more thoroughly
with regard to women, and Broccoli (2008) suggested that the degree to which women
are dissatisfied with their bodies may be a result of a social phenomenon. In fact,
Sanchez and Kiefer (2007) suggested that negative perceptions of one’s body may be
related to images portrayed in the media. In order to study sexual self-consciousness in
relation to sexual outcomes, these investigators examined the relationships among body
shame, sexual pleasure and arousability, and sexual avoidance. The authors hypothesized
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that women would report more difficulty becoming sexually aroused and more frequent
failure to achieve orgasm compared to men. They speculated that these difficulties would
be related to body shame, and their results indicated that sexual self-consciousness
mediated the relationships between body shame and levels of sexual arousal as well as
frequency of achieving orgasm, with women being more negatively affected by sexual
self-consciousness compared to men. Wiederman (2000) found similar results regarding
BISC and several aspects related to sexuality. Specifically, his research suggested that
women with higher BISC may be less likely to achieve orgasm or experience sexual
satisfaction and may be more likely to experience sexual dysfunction and sexual
avoidance. Furthermore, Sanchez and Kiefer posited that women may be more
negatively affected by BISC because they believe that men put more emphasis on
physical attractiveness, which is a notion that has been supported by prior research
efforts.
Whereas BISC in women has been correlated with avoidance of sexual behaviors,
men with higher levels of BISC may not necessarily avoid sexual behaviors. According
to Schooler and Ward (2006), these men may still engage in sexual activities due to
sexual scripts that men are more sexually active; however, they may be more likely to
become emotionally disengaged from their partner. Further, men with higher levels of
BISC may use cognitive distractions (e.g., shifting their focus from their own needs to
their partner’s needs) as a way of distancing themselves from any possible negative
evaluations of attractiveness.
In order to examine the role of cognitive distraction in sexual interactions in
women, Dove and Wiederman (2000) recruited and surveyed 120 females from a
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psychology course. The results indicated that women with higher levels of cognitive
distraction during sexual activity with a partner reported lower sexual esteem, lower
levels of sexual satisfaction, less orgasmic consistency, and higher prevalence of faking
orgasm after controlling for general affect, sexual desire, general self-focus, general
sexual attitudes, and body dissatisfaction. According to Dove and Wiederman, women
may internalize pressures to be sexually attractive and, therefore, focus more on their
bodies than the sexual experience. Furthermore, the authors suggested implications for
sex therapy, specifically related to sensate focus. Sensate focus involves working to
experience pleasure without feeling anxious about sexual performance; the main goal is
to distract people from cognitive scrutiny of their sexual performance by diverting their
focus to their physiological experiences. The authors expected to find that cognitive
distractions based on performance and appearance would be distinct; however, their
results indicated that these two areas overlap for women, meaning sensate focus may not
be as effective in treating sexual concerns of women. Therefore, in order for sensate
focus techniques to be efficacious, practitioners must assess for cognitive distractions and
recognize the differences between performance-based and appearance-based distractions
(Dove & Wiederman, 2000).
Age. Calogero and Thompson (2010) examined the relationships among gender,
age, and body image dissatisfaction, and their results indicated that girls between the ages
of seven and 11 experienced higher levels of body image dissatisfaction than 11 to 18
year-old boys. These authors also indicated that women of all ages appear to make
personal negative body evaluations, and they found that 50% of women were dissatisfied
with their body image (Calogero & Thompson). With regard to marital status, Leopold
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(2002) suggested that single and married women experience similar levels of body image
self-consciousness.
Ultimately, several factors have been shown to predict the types and frequencies
of sexual fantasies that men and women experience. Although the majority of
associations regarding sexual fantasies have been linked to positive results, some
negative outcomes have also been found. Therefore, the use of sexual fantasy via
bypassing (Kaplan, 1979) may help individuals to distract from negative internal
experiences, such as BISC, and to increase their pleasure, arousal, and enjoyment during
sexual encounters. Furthermore, if BISC is found to predict the frequency of each type of
sexual fantasy and the total frequency of sexual fantasies men and women experience,
implications that arise from understanding these links can assist researchers and
practitioners in promoting use of sexual fantasies in order to distract from BISC during
sexual activity in order to have more positive sexual experiences and increased sexual
satisfaction.
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Chapter 3
Method
Participants
For the current study, participants were adults over the age of 18 in the United
States and were recruited via emails sent through various websites and social media
networks (e.g., Facebook). According to the results of an a-priori sample size calculator
(G*Power; Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009), in order to obtain a medium effect
size of .20 using the error probability of .05, a sample size of 98 was necessary in order to
obtain statistically significant power (.80) for the multiple regression analyses. A total of
242 people began the survey, including 144 women, 89 men, and two transgender
individuals. Out of the 242 participations that began the study, 96 females and 59 males
completed the study online, for a total of 155. No participants were identified as outliers
in the preliminary analysis.
For the 96 women, the age range was from 19 to 60 (M = 29.42, SD = 7.09),
80.2% (n = 77) identified themselves as heterosexual, 7.2% (n = 7) identified themselves
as bisexual, 6.3% (n = 6) identified themselves as queer, and 5.2% (n = 5) identified
themselves as lesbian. Further, 82.3% (n = 79) reported to be Caucasian, 5.2% (n = 5)
were Asian/Pacific Islander, and 4.2% (n = 4) were Latina. Finally, 31.3% (n = 30) were
single, 23.0% (n = 22) of the women were married, 14.6% (n = 14) were dating
exclusively, and there were equal numbers of partnered and cohabitating women (n = 10
each).
For the 59 men, the age range was from 20 to 59 (M = 31.10, SD = 7.61), 76.3%
(n = 45) identified themselves as heterosexual, and 18.7% (n = 11) identified themselves
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as gay. Further, 80.0% (n = 47) reported to be Caucasian, 8.5% (n = 5) were Latino, and
there were equal numbers of Asian/Pacific Islander, Biracial, and Multiracial participants
(n = 2 each). Finally, 34.0% (n = 20) were single, 32.2% (n = 19) of the men were
married, 18.7% (n = 11) were dating exclusively, and 8.5% (n = 5) were partnered.
Procedures
Archival data was used to explore the research questions in this study. The
archival data was obtained from a larger study conducted by the Constructivist Sexuality
Research Lab at The University of Memphis. Following approval by The University of
Memphis' Institutional Review Board (IRB), the survey questionnaires were entered into
a web based survey tool (Surveymonkey.com) and a survey link was created. Upon
clicking the link, participants were provided with the informed consent for their
participation, and in order to continue, respondents agreed to the terms of the informed
consent. No payment or incentives were offered for participation in this study.
Individuals who experience discomfort talking about their sexual lives may have had
difficulty with this study. However, the nature of the study was explained in the
informed consent (Appendix A); therefore, individuals who were not as comfortable with
sexual topics had the option to continue or to withdraw from participation with no
penalties or negative consequences.
Survey Monkey was used to collect all study-related information from the
participants. Survey Monkey uses both physical and environmental controls to protect
the data. SSI encryption was used to protect the data as it traveled from the respondents’
computers to the Survey Monkey servers. In order to further ensure confidentiality,
participant IP addresses were masked. Additionally, due to the fact that the subject
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matter of the survey is personal in nature, the email invitation (Appendix B) suggested
that participants should consider taking the survey at a place and time where their
confidentiality and privacy could be protected.
If a participant experienced discomfort during the survey, he or she was able to
voluntarily choose to end participation without any consequence. Furthermore, the
national sexual health hotline and crisis hotline contact information were provided in the
consent form. The survey took 15-25 min. to complete.
Measures
Demographic information (Appendix C). Demographic data was collected via
a constructed Demographic Questionnaire that asked about age, gender, race/ethnicity,
sexual orientation, height, weight, ideal height, ideal weight, educational and
employment status, relationship status, frequency and type of erotica use, as well as
religion and spirituality.
Sexual fantasies (Appendix D). The frequency of each type of sexual fantasy
and the total frequency of sexual fantasies were assessed using the Wilson Sex Fantasy
Questionnaire (SFQ; Wilson & Lang, 1981). This measure provided a list of 40 sexual
fantasy scenarios, and the items were sub grouped into the four categories of sexual
fantasy types (i.e., exploratory, intimate, impersonal, and sadomasochistic) that were
created via factor analysis. Each subscale includes 10 items and possible scores range
between 0 and 50. Sample fantasy items include “Being hurt by a partner”, “Participating
in an orgy”, “Homosexual activity”, and “Having sex with someone much younger than
yourself”. A Likert scale was utilized and the response options include 0 = “Never”, 1 =
“Seldom”, 2 = “Occasionally”, 3 = “Sometimes”, 4 = “Often”, and 5 = “Regularly”
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(Wilson, 2010). By summing the four subscales, a fantasy score was produced for each
category and indicates the frequency of the four types of sexual fantasies. In order to
yield a total fantasy score, which translates into a measure of sex drive or libido, the
participant’s responses to all items were summed. The higher the score, the more
frequently an individual has sexual fantasies. The results of the SFQ determine the type
and frequency of sexual fantasies during the daytime, during intercourse and
masturbation, and during dreams while asleep (Wilson & Lang). Only responses from
the “fantasies during intercourse and masturbation” category were utilized in this study in
order to target the intentional use of sexual fantasies during sexual activity. In addition,
participants were asked to indicate how often they perform each act of their sexual
fantasies in reality as well as the degree to which they would like to engage in the
behavior in the future. Participants were also asked to indicate their most exciting theme
and any sexual fantasies they think have been omitted from the measure.
Internal consistency reliability and validity of this scale and its subscales have
been demonstrated in previous studies. Plaud and Bigwood (1997) and Baumgartner,
Scalora, and Huss (2002) demonstrated good convergent and divergent validity for the
SFQ. Good internal consistency (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha; .91 and .98) has also been
demonstrated for the total sexual fantasy score (Alfonso et al., 1992; Carlstedt et al.,
2011). In addition, internal consistencies for the subscales have been shown to be .86 for
exploratory, .92 for intimate, .83 for impersonal, and .86 for sadomasochistic
(Baumgartner et al., 2002). Further, Alfonso et al. (1992) found a median Cronbach’s
alpha of .83 for the four fantasy subscales. In the current study, reliability estimates
(Cronbach’s alpha) of .71, .81, .54, and .81 were found for the exploratory, intimate,
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impersonal, and sadomasochistic subscales, respectively. For the total fantasy scale, the
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was .89.
Body image self-consciousness (Appendix E). Body image self-consciousness
was assessed using the Body Image Self-Consciousness Scale (BISCS; Wiederman,
2000). This 15-item Likert scale assesses an individual’s level of self-consciousness
regarding bodily appearance during physical intimacy with a partner. Each item was
written in a gender-neutral manner and in such a way that people who do not currently
have partners could also respond. Participants read each statement (“During sexual
activity, I am (would be) concerned about how my body looks to my partner.”) and
indicated the degree to which the statement applies to them on a 6-point scale. The
response options include 0 = “Never”, 1 = “Rarely”, 2 = “Sometimes”, 3 = “Often”, 4 =
“Usually”, and 5 = “Always”. The total sum of scores was calculated, with a range from
0 to 75, and higher scores are indicative of higher levels of body image selfconsciousness (Wiederman).
This scale was developed initially for use with women, and researchers have
demonstrated adequate validity and reliability with this population. Internal consistency
scores (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) have been shown to range from .93 to .95, and the BISCS
has shown a 21-day test-retest reliability of .92 (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman,
2000). Moderate significant correlations between BISCS scores and current body size,
body dissatisfaction, and self-rated bodily attractiveness demonstrate convergent validity,
and a lack of a relationship with constructs such as self-monitoring exhibits discriminant
validity (Wiederman, 2001). Wiederman also demonstrated a mean inter-item correlation
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of .48. Ultimately, the BISCS has been found to demonstrate strong psychometric
properties (2001).
Although the scale was originally developed in order to measure body image selfconsciousness in women, Sanchez and Kiefer (2007) demonstrated adequate validity and
reliability among a male sample. Their results yielded an internal consistency of .95 for
male participants, which was similar to the results found in the female sample. In the
current study, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was .95.
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Chapter 4
Results
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analysis was done for each of the five regression models that will be
discussed later in this chapter. The five regression models had the total frequency of each
type of four types of sexual fantasy and total frequency of sexual fantasies as the
dependent variable, respectively. First, for each model, both Cook’s Distance and
centered leverage value three or more SD from the mean (Bohrnstedt & Knoke, 1982)
were used to identify outliers; based on the analyses, no outlying cases were identified or
removed. Second, a review of the scatterplots between the dependent variables (each
type of sexual fantasy and total frequency of sexual fantasies) and the independent
variables suggested there was slight curvilinearity in the data, therefore the assumption of
linearity was not met. Third, review of the histograms of standardized residuals for the
five regression models indicated a random pattern was not supported, therefore the
assumption of homoscedasticity was not met. Finally, review of the normal P-P plots of
standardized residuals suggested the normality assumption was also violated. However,
slight homoscedasticity has little effect on significance tests, and multiple regression is
considered to be quite robust against violations of normality (Osborne & Waters, 2002).
Research Question 1
How do experiences of body image self-consciousness (BISC) during sexual
activity and gender predict the frequency of each type of sexual fantasy that people
experience during intercourse or masturbation, after controlling for age and frequency of
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erotica use? Which of the predictor variables most strongly predicts the frequency of
each type of sexual fantasy across genders?
Four separate hierarchical regression models of identical structure were
constructed in order to examine whether BISC and gender significantly predicted the
frequency of each of the four types of sexual fantasies, as identified by Wilson and Lang
(1981) using factor analysis (i.e., exploratory, intimate, impersonal, and
sadomasochistic); the proportion of variance of each type of sexual fantasy explained by
body image self-consciousness and gender after controlling for age and frequency of
erotica use; and which independent variable was the strongest predictor of the criterion
variable (as determined by the Beta weights of significant variables). The dependent
(criterion) variable was total frequency of each type of sexual fantasy, and the
independent (predictor) variables for all analyses were body image self-consciousness
and gender. Age and frequency of erotica use were included as control variables given
their previously established relationships with type and frequency of sexual fantasies.
Participant responses in the “fantasies during intercourse or masturbation” column of the
Wilson Sex Fantasy Questionnaire were used to measure sexual fantasies. An alpha level
of α = .05 was used to assess statistical significance.
The sample surveyed in this study yielded a mean score of 11.23 (SD = 7.28) for
frequency of exploratory sexual fantasies, 9.56 (SD = 5.96) for frequency of impersonal
sexual fantasies, 25.54 (SD = 9.55) for frequency of intimate sexual fantasies, and 8.59
(SD = 7.75) for frequency of sadomasochistic sexual fantasies. The possible range for
each type of sexual fantasy is from zero to 50, with zero indicating never experiencing
that type of sexual fantasy and 50 indicating regularly experiencing it. Descriptive data
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for each gender is displayed in Table 1. Furthermore, the sample surveyed in this study
yielded a mean score of 16.22 (SD = 14.58) for body image self-consciousness (BISC).
The possible range is from zero to 75, with 75 indicating the highest level of BISC
experienced.

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges for Men and Women of Sexual Fantasy Types
(N = 155)
Variable

Exploratory
Impersonal
Intimate
Sadomasochistic
Body Image SelfConsciousness

Women (N = 96)
Men (N = 59)
_______________________________________________________
M
SD Possible Range
M
SD
Possible Range
9.40
7.76
25.05
8.67
19.54

6.45
4.86
9.44
7.34
15.90

0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 75

14.20
12.49
26.32
8.47
10.81

7.61
6.43
9.75
8.44
10.11

0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 50
0 – 75

Preliminary exploratory analyses in the regression indicated there were no
multicollinearity problems in the data, as evidenced by the variance inflation factors
(VIF) being less than 10 (Stevens, 2002). The control variables, age and frequency of
erotica use, were entered into the regression model first, and then the predictor variables,
body image self-consciousness and gender, were entered. Finally, a body image selfconsciousness x gender interaction term was created for a total of five predictor variables.
The interaction term was entered separately in the final block of the regression.
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As shown in Table 2, for exploratory sexual fantasies, the control variables
accounted for a significant amount of variance R2change = .241, Fchange (2, 152) = 24.090, p
< .001; only one variable had a unique significant influence on exploratory sexual
fantasies, and it was frequency of erotica use (β = .496). That is, more erotica use was
associated with greater frequency of exploratory fantasies. Further, the increase in
variance explained by the addition of the predictor variables, body image selfconsciousness and gender, was not significant (R2change = .008, Fchange (2, 150) = .809, p =
.447), nor was the increase in variance explained by the addition of the interaction term,
body image self-consciousness by gender (R2change = .000, Fchange (1, 149) = .070, p =
.792).

Table 2
Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis of Factors that Predicted
Exploratory Sexual Fantasies (N = 155)
Variable

β

p

Step 1
Age
Frequency of erotica use
Step 2
BISC
Gender
Step 3
BISC+ Gender

___
.058
.496
___
.081
-.081
___
-.053

___
ns
p < .001
___
ns
ns
___
ns

R2Δ

F

p

.241

24.090

p < .001

.008

.809

p = .447

.000

.070

p = .729

As portrayed in Table 3, for impersonal sexual fantasies, the control variables
accounted for a significant amount of variance R2change = .269, Fchange (2, 152) = 27.992,
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p < .001; both variables had a unique significant influence on impersonal sexual
fantasies, frequency of erotica use (β = .521) and age (β = .146). That is, more erotica
use and age were associated with greater frequency of impersonal fantasies. The increase
in variance explained by the addition of the predictor variables, body image selfconsciousness and gender, was not significant (R2change = .014, Fchange (2, 150) = 1.481, p
= .231), nor was the increase in variance explained by the addition of the interaction term,
body image self-consciousness by gender (R2change = .006, Fchange (1, 149) = 1.289, p =
.258).

Table 3
Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis of Factors that Predicted
Impersonal Sexual Fantasies (N = 155)
Variable
Step 1
Age
Frequency of erotica use
Step 2
BISC
Gender
Step 3
BISC+ Gender

β
___
.146
.521
___
.071
-.142
___
-.222

p
___
p < .05
p < .001
___
ns
ns
___
ns

R2Δ

F

p

.269

27.992

p < .001

.014

1.481

p = .231

.006

1.289

p = .258

As shown in Table 4, for intimate sexual fantasies, the control variables accounted
for a significant amount of variance R2change = .084, Fchange (2, 152) = 6.990, p = .001;
only one variable had a unique significant influence on intimate sexual fantasies,
frequency of erotica use (β = .290). That is, more erotica use was associated with greater
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frequency of intimate fantasies. The increase in variance explained by the addition of the
predictor variables, body image self-consciousness and gender, was not significant
(R2change = .030, Fchange (2, 150) = 2.543, p = .082), nor was the increase in variance
explained by the addition of the interaction term, body image self-consciousness by
gender (R2change = .001, Fchange (1, 149) = .250, p = .618).

Table 4
Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis of Factors that Predicted Intimate
Sexual Fantasies (N = 155)
Variable
Step 1
Age
Frequency of erotica use
Step 2
BISC
Gender
Step 3
BISC+ Gender

β
___
.000
.290
___
-.129
.188
___
.109

p

R2Δ

___
ns
p < .001
___
ns
ns
___
ns

.094

6.990

p = .001

.030

2.543

p = .082

.001

.250

p = .618

F

p

As portrayed in Table 5, for sadomasochistic sexual fantasies, the control
variables accounted for a significant amount of variance R2change = .043, Fchange (2, 152) =
3.409, p = .036; none of the variables had a unique significant influence on
sadomasochistic sexual fantasies. The increase in variance explained by the addition of
the predictor variables, body image self-consciousness and gender, was not significant
(R2change = .014, Fchange (2, 150) = 1.090, p = .339), nor was the increase in variance
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explained by the addition of the interaction term, body image self-consciousness by
gender (R2change = .009, Fchange (1, 149) = .1.361, p = .245).

Table 5
Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis of Factors that Predicted
Sadomasochistic Sexual Fantasies (N = 155)
Variable
Step 1
Age
Frequency of erotica use
Step 2
BISC
Gender
Step 3
BISC+ Gender

β
___
-.122
.150
___
-.059
.144
___
-.261

p

R2Δ

F

___
ns
ns
___
ns
ns
___
ns

.043

3.408

p < .05

.014

1.090

p = .339

.009

1.361

p = .245

p

Research Question 2
How do experiences of BISC during sexual activity and gender predict the total
frequency of sexual fantasies that people experience during intercourse or masturbation,
after controlling for age and frequency of erotica use? Which variable most strongly
predicts the total frequency of sexual fantasies across genders?
For question two, hierarchical regression analysis was used in order to determine
if body image self-consciousness and gender predicted the total frequency of sexual
fantasies people experience during sexual intercourse or masturbation; the proportion of
variance of sexual fantasies explained by body image self-consciousness and gender after
controlling for age and frequency of erotica use; and which independent variable was the
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strongest predictor of the criterion variable (as determined by the Beta weights of
significant variables). The dependent (criterion) variable was total frequency of sexual
fantasies, and the independent (predictor) variables were body image self-consciousness
and gender. Age and frequency of erotica use were included as control variables given
their previously established relationships with type and frequency of sexual fantasies.
Participant responses in the “fantasies during intercourse or masturbation” column of the
Wilson Sex Fantasy Questionnaire were used to measure sexual fantasies. An alpha level
of α = .05 was used to assess statistical significance.
The sample surveyed in this study yielded a mean score of 54.92 (SD = 24.04) for
overall frequency of sexual fantasies. As seen in Table 6, for women, the sample yielded
a mean score of 50.88 (SD = 22.32) for total frequency of sexual fantasies, and the men
yielded a mean score of 61.49 (SD = 25.48) for total frequency of sexual fantasies.
Furthermore, the women surveyed in this study yielded a mean score of 19.54 (SD =
15.90) for body image self-consciousness, and the men yielded a mean score of 10.81
(SD = 10.11) for body image self-consciousness. The possible range is from zero to 75,
with 75 indicating the highest level of BISC.
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Table 6
Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges for Men and Women of Total Fantasy
Frequency (N = 155)
Variable

Women (N = 96)
Men (N = 59)
_____________________________________________________
M
SD
Possible Range M
SD Possible Range

Total Fantasy
Body Image SelfConsciousness

50.88
19.54

22.32
15.90

0 – 50
0 – 75

61.49
10.81

25.48
10.11

0 – 50
0 – 75

Preliminary exploratory analyses in the regression indicated there were no
multicollinearity problems in the data as evidenced by the variance inflation factors (VIF)
being less than 10 (Stevens, 2002). The control variables, age and frequency of erotica
use, were entered into the regression model first, and then body image self-consciousness
and gender were entered. Next, a body image self-consciousness x gender interaction
term was created for a total of five predictor variables. The interaction term was entered
separately in the final block of the regression.
As portrayed in Table 7, the control variables accounted for a significant amount
of variance in total frequency of sexual fantasies R2change = .194, Fchange (2, 152) = 18.341,
p < .001; only one variable, frequency of erotica use (β = .443), had a unique significant
influence on total frequency of sexual fantasies. That is, more erotica use was associated
with greater frequency of total sexual fantasies. The increase in variance explained by
the addition of the predictor variables, body image self-consciousness and gender, was
not significant (R2change = .003, Fchange (2, 150) = .242, p = .786), nor was the increase in
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variance explained by the addition of an interaction term, body image self-consciousness
by gender (R2change = .002, Fchange (1, 149) = .292, p = .590).

Table 7
Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis of Factors that Predicted Total
Frequency of Sexual Fantasies (N = 155)
Variable

β

p

Step 1
Age
Frequency of erotica use
Step 2
BISC
Gender
Step 3
BISC+ Gender

___
.014
.443
___

___
ns
p < .001
___
ns
ns
___
ns

!

-.028
.062

___
-.112
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R2Δ

F

p

.194

18.341

p < .001

.003

.242

p = .786

.002

.292

p = .590

Chapter 5
Discussion
Introduction
Having sexual fantasies is a common experience for men and women of all ages,
from adolescence to older adulthood. Leitenberg and Henning (1995) suggested that
95% of men and women have sexual fantasies, and the current body of research
demonstrates that there are positive and negative outcomes that may arise as a result of
fantasizing. Although sexual fantasies predict numerous positive sexual outcomes, some
sexual fantasies may reflect the influence of societal norms and expectations of
attractiveness. According to Andersen and LeGrand (2011), there is an inverse
relationship between body image perceptions and sexual functioning, in that a more
negative body image predicts more sexual dysfunction. Similarly, experiencing body
image self-consciousness has been linked to sexual dysfunction (Leopold, 2002).
Therefore, being overly aware of the appearance of one’s body during sexual experiences
predicts negative sexual outcomes. The purpose of this study was to obtain more
knowledge about the relationships among body image self-consciousness, gender, overall
frequency of sexual fantasies, and how often individuals have each type of sexual
fantasy.
Research Question 1
The hypothesis that, for both men and women, having more awareness and
difficulties related to their own perceptions of their bodies would predict having more
sexual fantasies of all types was not supported after considering how much age and use of
erotica predicted sexual fantasies. Frequency of erotica use and age significantly
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predicted all four types of sexual fantasies (i.e., exploratory, intimate, impersonal,
sadomasochistic).
The relationship between erotica use and type of sexual fantasies has been
consistently found in previous research efforts. For example, Jones and Barlow (1990)
found that sexual fantasies are significantly influenced by messages and images that
individuals read about or see. In particular, the overt sexual nature that is portrayed in
many forms of erotica, including pornography or erotic books such as Fifty Shades of
Grey, provides individuals with various stimulating images and scenarios that contribute
to the content of their fantasies. Furthermore, given that men tend to utilize various
forms of erotica more frequently than women (Lopez & George, 1995), it is likely that
men are also exposed to more stimulating options and materials that can contribute to the
types of sexual fantasies they have. With regard to body image self-consciousness,
people may feel disconnected from their bodies or not perceive their bodies as sexual;
therefore, they may not make a connection between their bodies and sexuality nearly as
much as they would when viewing erotica. Whereas one’s perception of his or her body
is not necessarily always associated with sexuality, erotica nearly always has a
connection to sex and sexuality. Thus, utilization of these images within sexual fantasies
is plausibly more predictive of sexual fantasy content as compared to one’s experience of
body image self-consciousness.
Age is another variable that has been found to predict types of sexual fantasies in
men and women. According to Miranda and Medeiros (2004) and Wilson (1997), most
types of sexual fantasies remain stable from ages 17 to 57. The participants surveyed in
this study identified being within the age range of 19-60. Considering the exact,
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measurable nature of age in comparison to body image self-consciousness, which is a
lesser-known construct, in addition to the cultural construction of body image and how it
has been shown to differ by gender, it makes sense that age would be a stronger predictor
of each type of sexual fantasy. Future research efforts that utilize various measurements
of body image self-consciousness and sexual fantasy factors, including qualitative
methods and longitudinal studies, may provide additional insights into the various
cultural definitions of these constructs and how age plays a role.
Furthermore, due to the chosen design of the study, statistical analyses used, and
the unmet assumptions for the use of multiple regression analysis, it is possible that a
predictive relationship between these variables does exist, but the construct of body
image self-consciousness does not predict type of sexual fantasies more strongly than the
control variables used (i.e., erotica use and age). Future research efforts, such as
including different control variables, would add to the literature and possibly yield more
knowledge regarding predictors of types of sexual fantasies. Next, the assumptions of
homoscedasticity and linearity were not met, which indicates that the participants
represented in this sample responded in such a way that there is a pattern in the data; that
is, the responses were not random and the results could have been biased (Osborne &
Waters, 2002). Further, the assumption of normality was unmet, meaning trends in the
data may not reflect a normal distribution, which indicates that the results of this study
may not be generalizable. However, slight homoscedasticity has little effect on
significance tests, and multiple regression is generally considered to be quite robust
regarding violations of normality (Osborne & Waters). Additionally, the sample in the
current study lacked diversity in terms of racial identity, religious affiliation, nationality,
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and sexual orientation. It appears as though over 50 participants ceased to complete the
survey when presented with the demographic question related to religious denomination.
Future research studies that examine relationships among religious affiliation, body
image self-consciousness, and outcomes related to having sexual fantasies, particularly
use of qualitative methods, may provide more detailed information about the impact of
religious affiliation on issues related to sexuality. Ultimately, conducting additional
research with more participants from diverse backgrounds may also contribute to
knowledge related to various experiences of body image self-consciousness, sexual
fantasies, age, and use of erotica in men and women.
Another possible explanation for the current results involves the reported level of
body image self-consciousness within the sample represented. When Wiederman (2000)
developed the Body Image Self-Consciousness Scale, he found that roughly 35% of
women scored 30 or greater, which he suggested is indicative of experiencing body
image self-consciousness “at least some of the time” (p. 66). The participants in this
investigation did not report high levels of body image self-consciousness; in fact, the
sample yielded what could be interpreted as low body image self-consciousness with a
mean of 16 on a scale from zero to 75. It would be interesting to conduct this study with
a group of individuals with higher levels of body image self-consciousness in order to
observe any differences in the results.
Previous research findings connect positive body image with more frequent
sexual fantasies and vice versa; this trend could reflect the notion that people with more
satisfying views of their bodies may feel like more sexual people in general and more
free to have sexual fantasies due to societal emphasis on physical attractiveness (Sanchez
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& Kiefer, 2007). It is a possibility that the individuals who self-selected to participate in
this research study exhibit more acceptance related to their body appearance and may be
more open to discussions and activities related to sexual topics. As such, the non-random
pattern in the data could reflect more sexual openness in general among participants
represented in this study.
On one hand, individuals with more positive perceptions of their bodies may not
experience distractions concerning their appearance during sexual interactions or sexual
fantasies. On the other hand, people with higher levels of body image self-consciousness
and more negative body perceptions may be more aware of their appearance during sex,
which can lead to spectatoring and feeling “out of the moment” (Masters & Johnson,
1970). Similarly, spectatoring could draw people away from having fantasies, even
though sexual fantasies could help people to be less conscious of their bodies. Use of
sexual fantasies could provide a distraction for individuals who experience selfconsciousness related to their appearance during sex by critiquing their appearance less.
Interestingly, distraction is a key component in Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT;
McKay, Wood, & Brantley, 2010). Distraction can help people to break the cycle of
rumination or obsession about their bodies; therefore, it may be beneficial for mental
health professionals to provide psychoeducation about the distracting nature of sexual
fantasies as well as recommendations for using sexual fantasy in order to lessen
experiences of body image self-consciousness.
Research Question 2
The hypotheses that women will have more negative perceptions of their bodies
during sexual encounters and will have fewer sexual fantasies overall compared to men
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was supported after considering how much age and use of erotica predicted sexual
fantasies. However, body image self-consciousness and gender did not significantly
predict how often individuals have sexual fantasies overall when age and use of erotica
were taken into account. The participants represented in this sample yielded low levels
of body image self-consciousness. Similar to explanations for the previous research
question outcomes, it is possible that the self-selection nature of this study contributed to
participants in this sample reporting low levels of body image self-consciousness in
general.
Ultimately, use of erotica and age were significantly predictive of overall
frequency of sexual fantasies, and body image self-consciousness was not found to be a
significant predictor. Similar to the discussion for the first research question, imagery
portrayed in various forms of erotica has been linked to more frequent sexual fantasies in
men and women, but particularly in men. Because men tend to view erotica more
frequently than women (Lopez & George, 1995), it is likely that men are exposed to more
materials that can play a role in the types of sexual fantasies they have, which could also
lead to more sexual fantasies overall (Jones & Barlow, 1990). When considering body
image self-consciousness and erotica, it is possible that some people may not perceive
their bodies as sexual or may feel disconnected from their bodies; therefore, the
connection between their bodies and sexuality may not be nearly as apparent as the
connection between erotica and sexuality. Future research efforts could investigate how
viewing various types of erotica impacts how men and women feel about their bodies and
how that relationship contributes to sexual fantasy outcomes.
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Age is another factor that has been associated with frequency of sexual fantasies
in men and women. Boys start sexually fantasizing earlier on average than females, and
due to higher rates of masturbation among males, the use of sexual fantasies and erotica
may be positively reinforced more often (Leitenberg & Henning, 1995). Further, the age
range in this study is 19-60, with a mean age of 30. Research shows that both men and
women begin fantasizing around puberty (ages 11 for boys and 13 for girls on average),
and the frequency slowly and gradually declines in a linear fashion overtime.
Although previous research suggests a significant relationship between gender
and frequency of sexual fantasies, the use of hierarchical regression in this study and
entering the two predictor variables (body image self-consciousness and gender) in the
same step could have had an impact on the interpretation of the results, particularly
regarding the predicting power of gender on frequency of sexual fantasies. In addition,
the inclusion of different control variables would add to the literature base and possibly
yield more knowledge regarding what contributes to how often people have sexual
fantasies. Guilt is one possibility for another control variable that may be used in future
research due to the established relationship between frequency of sexual fantasies of
individuals with high levels of sexual guilt (Miranda & Medeiros, 2004). Furthermore, as
mentioned in the discussion of the previous research question, examining the experiences
of individuals from more diverse cultural groups, including religious affiliations, racial
make-up, nationality, and sexual orientation identity, would also illuminate more
knowledge related to how individuals from various groups view their bodies, erotica, and
sexual fantasy experiences.
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Finally, the unmet assumptions of homoscedasticity, linearity, and normality
when using multiple regression analyses suggest that the data is not random, and trends in
the data may not reflect a normal distribution. Although slight homoscedasticity has little
effect on significance tests, and multiple regression is generally considered to be quite
robust against violations of normality (Osborne & Waters, 2002), the generalizability and
validity of these results may be impacted.
Limitations and Future Research Considerations
There are some limitations that must be considered in order to interpret the results
of this investigation. First, generalizability is limited because the participants represented
in the sample lacked diversity, and assumptions of the statistical analyses utilized to
answer the research questions were unmet. Future studies should include more diversity
(e.g., race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, disability status) within the
samples in order to understand the multicultural aspects of sexuality and body image selfconsciousness, to increase generalizability, and to obtain a more random sample with a
normal distribution. The inclusion of diversity factors is particularly important given that
standards of attractiveness, body image perceptions, and beliefs and values related to
sexuality are culturally and socially constructed (Ellis & Symons, 1990). More
specifically, over 50 participants stopped taking the survey when asked about religious
affiliation and denomination in the demographic questionnaire. Future research studies
that examine relationships among religious affiliation, body image self-consciousness,
and outcomes related to having sexual fantasies, particularly use of qualitative methods,
may provide more detailed information about the impact of religious affiliation on issues
related to sexuality. Although this sample lacked representation from many cultural

!

53

groups, Wilson (2010) found that similar patterns of reliability and validity for the
Wilson Sex Fantasy Questionnaire were found in samples surveyed in Spain, India, and
Great Britain. In future research, inclusion of various cultural groups would increase the
generalizability of findings related to use of sexual fantasies in men and women and
could have implications for research and therapeutic practice.
Another limitation of this study is related to the instrument used to measure
sexual fantasies. The Wilson Sex Fantasy Questionnaire asks participants to rate the type
and frequency of their sexual fantasies during sexual intercourse and during
masturbation. People may experience differences between fantasies during sex and
masturbation for various reasons, therefore it is hard to understand the exact nature of
these results, considering some individuals may have particular types or frequencies of
sexual fantasies while having sex or masturbating, but not vice versa. Research related to
sexual fantasies would benefit from the creation of a new measure that examines sexual
fantasy types and frequencies separately for masturbation and sexual encounters with
others.
Additionally, due to the nature of psychological research in general in
combination with the sensitive nature of research pertaining to sexuality, participation in
this study was voluntary, relied on self-report, and used online surveys to collect data;
therefore, it may be possible that the individuals who completed the survey online differ
in significant ways from those who did not choose to participate. For instance,
individuals who participated may be more open to discussing sexual topics, particularly
in a more private, online setting.
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Future research efforts that utilize various measurements of body image selfconsciousness and sexual fantasy factors, including qualitative methods and longitudinal
studies, may provide additional knowledge about the relationships that exist between
body image self-consciousness and sexuality in men and women. The use of qualitative
methods could provide more in-depth information about how individuals experience
these constructs, additional insights into how individual and cultural diversity factors may
play a role in their experiences, and recommendations for combating negative body
image concerns with use of sexual fantasy resulting in positive outcomes. In addition,
qualitative data gleaned from mental health professionals may provide implications for
therapy and research within the realms of sexuality, sexual fantasies, body image selfconsciousness, and use of erotica with individuals with various multicultural identities.
Moreover, use of longitudinal data could provide even more information about the impact
of sexual fantasies, distractions, and spectatoring on the experience of body image selfconsciousness in men and women from various cultural groups over time. One
possibility for future longitudinal research could consist of measuring baseline levels of
body image self-consciousness, frequency of each type of sexual fantasy, and overall
frequency of sexual fantasies; administering an intervention including DBT skills; and
collecting data post-intervention. This method could provide valuable research related to
client outcomes, including sexual satisfaction, when using sexual fantasies in order to
distract from negative perceptions of their bodies during sex.
Previous research efforts have found a significant relationship between how often
individuals have sexual fantasies, the types of fantasies they have, and increases in
subjective and objective sexual satisfaction (Alfonso et al., 1992; Shtarkshall & Feldman,
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2008). Sexual fantasy use, particularly in women, can also lead to improvements in
sexual functioning (Cogan et al., 2007) and increases in reported levels of desire and
arousal (McCabe, 1992; Purcell & McCabe, 1992). In men, more frequent use of sexual
fantasies has been found to predict more self-satisfaction (Alfonso et al., 1992). Because
frequent sexual fantasy use as well as having various types of sexual fantasies,
particularly intimate, have been shown to lead to many positive outcomes, there may be
implications for people who are having difficulty related to sexual functioning or do not
feel sexually satisfied. For example, with people’s schedules becoming busier and more
distractions occurring on a daily basis, practitioners can teach their clients about the
various functions that sexual fantasies can serve, including increasing arousal and desire,
which could help to prevent dissatisfaction and dysfunction within people’s sexual
encounters. Counseling psychologists value increasing well-being and improving
functioning in all aspects of people’s lives; therefore, researchers must continue to work
towards understanding these relationships in order to aid in prevention of sexual
dysfunction and to increase enjoyment experienced personally, relationally, and sexually.
Furthermore, in future research efforts, the inclusion of positive and negative outcome
variables, such as reported levels of sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, and selfsatisfaction, could also contribute information with implications for understanding these
relationships.
The implications gleaned from this study are consistent with many of the tenets of
counseling psychology, including value for individual and cultural diversity, increasing
the well-being of individuals and their interpersonal functioning, as well as reduction of
negative experiences and maladaptive functioning. Prevention is another crucial
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principle within counseling psychology; therefore, it is necessary for mental health
professionals and researchers to continue putting forth increased effort to contribute to
the knowledge base regarding sexuality, use of fantasies, body image self-consciousness,
erotica use, and how these areas are experienced by men and women with diverse cultural
backgrounds in order to reduce experiences of body image self-consciousness that can
lead to occurrences of sexual impairment or dysfunction.
Conclusions
Sexual fantasies are commonly experienced by men and women all of ages and
may result in positive as well as negative outcomes, making it important to understand
the factors that predict the outcomes related to having sexual fantasies. The current body
of research indicates that fantasies of a sexual nature can be used to increase arousal,
pleasure, and enjoyment as well as subjective and objective sexual satisfaction, even
though one’s experience of his or her body may lead to feelings of self-consciousness or
negative body image concerns. Examining the types and frequencies of sexual fantasies
individuals have may enhance the knowledge base about the salience of sexual fantasies
for individuals, mental health professionals, and researchers.
The types of sexual fantasies people experience as well as how often they have
such fantasies can be shaped by various cultural representations and messages related to
sexuality. In particular, based on America’s cultural emphasis on physical attractiveness,
particularly with regard to body shape, size, and weight, women may internalize societal
norms to be attractive and create unrealistic expectations of attractiveness. These
unrealistic expectations may be reinforced by viewing images that are created to be
attractive to men, which typically depict thin, unnaturally curvy women (Harris et al.,

!

57

1991). Further, there has been an increased trend towards depicting more muscular men
than has been typical in the media within American culture (Filiault, 2007). Ultimately,
these societal definitions of attractiveness that emphasize “thin” and “muscular” ideals
can impact the way that both men and women feel about their bodies (McKinley & Hyde,
1996). Dove and Wiederman (2000) found that many women tend to focus on their
bodies rather than on sexual pleasure during sexual encounters because of internalization
of societal pressure to be sexually attractive. Moreover, depictions of women in various
forms of erotica may create pressures for women to feel as though they need to be objects
of desire and please their partners during sex, which could lead to additional distractions.
Although much of the research related to body image self-consciousness has been
focused on women’s experiences, Schooler and Ward (2006) found that men with higher
levels of body image self-consciousness may use cognitive distractions (e.g., shifting
their focus from their own needs to their partner’s needs) as a way of distancing
themselves from any possible negative evaluations of attractiveness. Although some
forms of bypassing have been found to help individuals distract from negative
perceptions of their bodies during sex (Kaplan, 1979), Purdon and Watson (2011)
suggested that certain types of distractions during sex, for instance, distractions about the
appearance of one’s body, may make it more difficult for individuals to stay present and
aroused during sexual activity, which can increase anxiety related to performance and
appearances.
In combination with findings from previous research, these trends provide some
implications for sex therapy, particularly regarding the use of sensate focus. One of the
main goals of sensate focus is to distract people from cognitive scrutiny of their sexual
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performance by diverting their attention to physiological experiences (Dove &
Wiederman, 2000). This technique may not be as effective in treating the sexual
concerns of men and women with body image concerns due to the finding that cognitive
distractions based on performance and on appearance overlap. In order for sensate focus
techniques to produce the desired results, practitioners must assess for cognitive
distractions and recognize the differences between performance-based and appearancebased distractions (Dove & Wiederman, 2000). Further, recommending the use of sexual
fantasy as an appearance-based distraction may be beneficial for individuals who
experience body image self-consciousness to increase their arousability and desire during
sex (Davidson, 1985), which could in turn have an impact on subjective and objective
sexual satisfaction (Alfonso et al., 1992).
Additionally, the use of DBT may be useful when working with clients who
present with body image concerns that cause impairment during sexual activity.
Specifically, distraction can help people to reduce rumination or obsession about their
appearance during sex with a partner; therefore, it may be beneficial for mental health
professionals to provide clients with education about the positive aspects of distraction
via sexual fantasies as well as recommendations for using sexual fantasy in order to
lessen experiences of body image self-consciousness during sex.
The present study explored the relationships among body image selfconsciousness, gender, and types and frequencies of sexual fantasies that individuals
experience, after controlling for age and frequency of erotica use. As expected, the
control variables were found to significantly predict types and frequencies of sexual
fantasies people have; however, body image self-consciousness and gender were not
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shown to be significant predictors. More research is needed to understand the predictors
of types and frequencies of sexual fantasies as well as the outcomes related to
experiencing fantasies among various diverse groups of individuals.
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Appendix A
INFORMED CONSENT
Principle Investigator:

Sara K. Bridges, Ph.D.
CEPR Department
100 Ball Hall
University of Memphis
Memphis, TN 38152
901-678-2081
sbridges@memphis.edu

Other Researchers: Brienne M. Allen, Angela A. Izmirian, Jami C. Voss, Heather J.
Dannison
Description of Research: The purpose of this study is to explore personality
characteristics and communication about sexual fantasies and how these factors relate to
sexual and relationship satisfaction. The second aim of this study is to understand how
body image self-consciousness and use of erotica predict the types of sexual fantasies
individuals experience. You are being asked to complete a set of surveys. They should
take about 15-25 minutes to complete.
Statement of Consent: I give the principle investigator and other researchers listed
permission to examine my responses on the surveys to be used in conjunction with a
research project. My participation in this study is completely voluntary, and I understand
that I have the right to stop at any time. I also understand that The University of Memphis
does not have any funds budgeted for compensation for injury, damages, or other
expenses. Answers to questions regarding the research and the research subjects’ rights
should be addressed to the Chair of the Institutional Review Board Committee for the
Protection of Human Subjects who may be contacted at 901- 678-2533. Finally, I
understand that my identity will not be disclosed in any report describing the research. By
completing the surveys, I am confirming that I am at least 18 years old and am giving my
informed consent to participate in this study.
There are no foreseeable risks to individuals for participating in this study. Individuals
may feel mildly uncomfortable being asked some questions about their sexuality. If you
experience any negative feelings as a result of participating in this study, please do not
hesitate to call one of the following national mental health hotline numbers:
American Social Health Association (Mon-Fri: 8am-8pm EST): 919-361-8488
Planned Parenthood National Hotline (24 hours a day): 1-800-230-7526
Mental Health America (24 hours a day): 1-800-969-6642
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Appendix B
Recruitment Email Message
Subject Line of Email: Participants Needed for Research Study
Body of the Email:
Dear Participant,
My name is Brienne Allen, and I am a 2nd year graduate student in the
Counseling Psychology program at The University of Memphis in Memphis, TN. The
Constructivist Sexuality Research Team is conducting research on the relationships
among communication of sexual fantasies, relationship satisfaction, and sexual
satisfaction. Additionally, we are interested in understanding how the ways one thinks
and feels about their bodies, particularly during sexual activity, and use of erotica
influence the types of sexual fantasies they experience.
The on-line survey is completely free and confidential, and may take between 1525 minutes to complete. There is no payment or incentive being offered for participation
in this study. The only requirement is that you be at least 18 years of age. The subject
matter in this survey is personal in nature, therefore you may want to consider completing
the survey at a time and place that will ensure your confidentiality and privacy.
This project has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at The
University of Memphis. If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please
feel free to contact Brienne Allen via email at ballen1@memphis.edu. By clicking on the
following link, you will be taken to the survey: (place URL here). Thank you for your
time!
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Appendix C
Demographic Questionnaire
1. What is your age? __________________
2. What is your gender? Female (_)

Male (_)

Transgender (_)

3. What is your race/ethnicity? African American (_)

Asian/Pacific Islander (_)

Latino/Hispanic (_) Native American/Alaskan Native (_)
Biracial (_)

Multiracial (_)

Caucasian/White (_)

Other (_) (please specify): __________________

4. What best describes your sexual orientation? Heterosexual (_)
Bisexual (_)

Queer (_)

Questioning (_)

Gay (_)

Lesbian (_)

Other (_) (please specify):

__________________
5. Do you have a disability? Yes (_) (please specify): __________________

No (_)

6. Please indicate the highest level of education you’ve completed: No HS degree (_)
HS degree (_) Some college (no degree) (_)
Master’s degree (_)

2-year college (_)

4-year college (_)

Professional degree (J.D., M.D., Ph.D., etc.) (_)

Other (_) (please specify): __________________
7. What best describes your current employment status? Full-time (_)
Parent – not working outside of the home (_)
Work (_)

Student (_)

Part-time (_)

Retired (_)

Looking for

On Disability (_) Other (_) (please specify): __________________

8. What is your personal income level before taxes?
(_) Below $10,000

(_) $10,000 - $19,999

(_) $20,000 - $29,999

(_) $30,000 - $39,999 (_) $40,000 - $49,999

(_) $50,000 - $59,999

(_) $60,000 - $69,999 (_) $70,000 - $79,999

(_) $80,000 - $89, 999

(_) $90,000 - $99,999 (_) $100,000 and over
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9. What of the following best describes your current relationship status? Single (_)
Partnered (_)

Married (_)

Cohabitating (_) Engaged (_)

Separated (_)

Divorced (_) Widowed (_) Other (_) (please specify): __________________
10. If you're currently in a relationship, please indicate the length of time you have been
in the relationship. __________________
11. What is your current weight? __________________
12. What is your ideal weight? __________________
13. What is your height? __________________
14. What is your ideal height? __________________
15. How spiritual do you consider yourself to be? Very Spiritual (_)
Spiritual (_) Neutral (_) Not Very Spiritual (_)

Not Spiritual at All (_)

16. What best describes your religious denomination? Christian (_)
Muslim (_)

Jewish (_)

Atheist (_)

Somewhat

Buddhist (_)

Other (_) (please specify): __________________

17. Please indicate the type of erotica you utilize. __________________
18. Please indicate how often you use erotica.
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Appendix D
Wilson Sex Fantasy Questionnaire
Please indicate how often you fantasize about the following themes at various times, how
often you do them, and how often you would like to do them if given the opportunity.
Never = 0

Seldom = 1 Occasionally = 2

Sometimes = 3

Often = 4

Regularly = 5

[Columns]
Daytime fantasies, Fantasies during intercourse or masturbation, Dreams while asleep,
Have done in reality, Would like to do in reality
[Rows]
1. Making love out of doors in a romantic setting (e.g., field of flowers, beach at night).
2. Having intercourse with a loved partner.
3. Intercourse with someone you know but have not had sex with.
4. Intercourse with an anonymous stranger.
5. Sex with two other people.
6. Participating in an orgy.
7. Being forced to do something.
8. Forcing someone to do something.
9. Homosexual activity.
10. Receiving oral sex.
11. Giving oral sex.
12. Watching others have sex.
13. Sex with an animal.
14. Whipping or spanking someone.
15. Being whipped or spanked.
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16. Taking someone's clothes off.
17. Having your clothes taken off.
18. Making love elsewhere than bedroom (e.g., kitchen, bathroom).
19. Being excited by material or clothing (e.g., rubber, leather, underwear).
20. Hurting a partner.
21. Being hurt by a partner.
22. Mate-swapping.
23. Being aroused by watching someone urinate.
24. Being tied up.
25. Tying someone up.
26. Having incestuous sexual relations.
27. Exposing yourself provocatively.
28. Transvestism (wearing clothes of the opposite sex).
29. Being promiscuous.
30. Having sex with someone much younger than yourself.
31. Having sex with someone much older than yourself.
32. Being much sought after by the opposite sex.
33. Being seduced as an "innocent" (i.e., virgin).
34. Seducing an "innocent" (i.e., virgin).
35. Being embarrassed by failure of sexual performance.
36. Having sex with someone of different race.
37. Using objects for stimulation (e.g., vibrators, candles).
38. Being masturbated to orgasm by a partner.
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39. Looking at obscene pictures or films.
40. Kissing passionately.
Please give the number of the single theme from the list you find most exciting.
(a) In fantasy __________
(b) In reality __________
Do you have a favorite fantasy that we have omitted? (describe briefly)
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Appendix E
Body Image Self-Consciousness Scale
Please use the following scale to indicate how often you agree with each statement or
how often you think it would be true for you. The term partner refers to someone with
whom you are romantically or sexually intimate.
Never (_) Rarely (_)

Sometimes (_)

Often (_)

Usually (_)

Always (_)

1. I would feel very nervous if a partner were to explore my body before or after having
sex.
2. The idea of having sex without any covers over my body causes me anxiety.
3. While having sex I am (would be) concerned that my hips and thighs would flatten out
and appear larger than they actually are.
4. During sexual activity, I am (would be) concerned about how my body looks to my
partner.
5. The worst part of having sex is being nude in front of another person.
6. If a partner were to put a hand on my buttocks I would think, "My partner can feel my
fat."
7. During sexual activity it is (would be) difficult not to think about how unattractive my
body is.
8. During sex, I (would) prefer to be on the bottom so that my stomach appears flat.
9. I (would) feel very uncomfortable walking around the bedroom, in front of my partner,
completely nude.
10. The first time I have sex with a new partner, I (would) worry that my partner will get
turned off by seeing my body without clothes.
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11. If a partner were to put an arm around my waist, I would think, "My partner can tell
how fat I am."
12. I (could) only feel comfortable enough to have sex if it were dark so that my partner
could not clearly see my body.
13. I (would) prefer having sex with my partner on top so that my partner is less likely to
see my body.
14. I (would) have a difficult time taking a shower or bath with a partner.
15. I (would) feel anxious receiving a full-body massage from a partner.
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Institutional Review Board Approval
Date: Thursday, April 11, 2013 10:30:49 AM
From: Institutional Review Board
To: Sara K Bridges
Hello,
The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed
and approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations
as well as ethical principles.
PI NAME: Sara Bridges
CO-PI: Brienne M. Allen, Angela A. Izmirian, Jami C. Voss, Heather J. Dannison,
Trisha Nash
PROJECT TITLE: Humanistic Approach to Sexual Fantasy: Communication and
Relationship
Satisfaction
IRB ID: #2649
APPROVAL DATE: 4/11/2013
EXPIRATION DATE:
LEVEL OF REVIEW: Exempt
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in effect to
continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the human consent
form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any research activities
involving human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed and
sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval,
whether the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Exedited or Full Board level.
4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further review is
necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
Thank you,
Ronnie Priest, PhD
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
Note: Review outcomes will be communicated to the email address on file. This email
should be considered an official communication from the UM IRB. Consent Forms are no
longer being stamped as well. Please contact the IRB at IRB@memphis.edu if a letter on
IRB letterhead is required.
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